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The thing about Roman Dyer is that he takes up too much space. 

Not just physical space, though Christ, he does that too. Six foot three of engineered perfection blocking my view of the timing screens. But it's more than that. He takes up space in conversations he's not part of, in rooms he's already left, in thoughts where he has no fucking business being.

"You're staring," Myles says, not looking up from his phone.

"I'm not..." I catch myself. I am. Have been for the last three minutes while Roman discusses tire degradation with his race engineer, hands moving as he talks. Massive hands. "I'm studying the competition."

"Right." Myles flicks through his Instagram stories. "The competition's ass."

"Fuck off."

"Flynn Kelly." A woman with a press badge and eyes like she'd rather be anywhere else shoves a recorder at me. "How does it feel to make your Formula 1 debut as the youngest driver this season?"

I force my face into the cocky grin they expect. "Like I've been waiting my whole life for everyone else to catch up."

She doesn't laugh. They never do. "You're taking the seat Marcus Webb lost. He had fifteen years of experience. What makes you think..."

"Marcus Webb finished seventeenth in the championship last year." I keep the smile sharp. "I plan to do better."

"Against drivers like Roman Dyer?" Her eyes glitter. She wants me to say something stupid about the golden boy. "He's won eight races in two seasons."

Roman's name in her mouth makes something twist in my chest. My pulse kicks up, just hearing it. "Ask me after Sunday."

She moves on to Rory, my teammate, who immediately launches into his prepared speech about honoring the team's legacy. He's got the right accent, the right family name, the right everything. Probably practiced that speech in front of his butler. I've got hunger and karting trophies from tracks nobody's heard of.

"Stop doing that thing with your face," Myles mutters.

"What thing?"

"The thing where you look like you want to murder everyone or fuck them. It's unsettling."

Roman laughs at something his engineer says. The sound carries across the paddock, rich and easy, like he's never had to fight for anything in his life. Which he hasn't. Third generation racing royalty. His grandfather won three championships. His father won two. Roman's been groomed for this since he could walk.

I was working in my dad's garage at seven, learning that money doesn't exist for people like us. Could strip an engine before I could do long division. The smell of motor oil still makes me feel safer than cologne ever could.

"Team briefing," Rory says, appearing beside me like a bad smell. "Try not to embarrass us."

He's taller than me, everyone's fucking taller than me, but he makes sure to stand close enough that I have to look up. Pretty boy face, swoopy hair that costs more than my rent. He's everything the team wants: marketable, connected, predictable.

I'm here because I'm fast.

The driver briefing is in the FIA building, all twenty of us crammed into a room that smells like coffee and anxiety. I'm wedged between some Alpine driver and a Haas rookie who keeps bouncing his leg. Across the room, Roman Dyer sits like he was built for it.

That's the thing that hits me, seeing him in person for the first time. On TV, you can't tell how big he is. Six foot three, maybe six four, with shoulders that block out whoever's sitting behind him. He's built like a heavyweight boxer who decided to drive cars instead. All controlled power and careful strength. The kind of build that comes from having personal trainers since childhood, perfect nutrition, every advantage money can buy.

I'm five foot eight on a good day. Built like what I am: a hungry kid who grew up karting, all lean muscle and sharp angles. Swimmer's build if the swimmer never ate enough, Myles calls it generously, but really I'm just small. Narrow shoulders, narrow hips, made for squeezing through gaps that shouldn't exist. In karting, it was an advantage. In the car, I'm a weapon. Light, vicious, able to throw the car into spaces bigger drivers wouldn't dare. Here, surrounded by athletes who tower over me, I feel like a teenager who snuck into the adults' room.

Roman glances across the room and his eyes land on me.

It's nothing, half a second of eye contact across twenty other drivers. But my stomach drops like I've missed a breaking point. His eyes are darker than they look on TV, almost black in the artificial light. His jaw could cut glass, and there's stubble there that the cameras don't quite catch. Then he's looking away, asking the race director something about track limits, and I realize I've been holding my breath.

The meeting drags. Track limits, safety car procedures, weather predictions for tomorrow's Friday practice. I know this circuit from the simulator, from years of watching, of dreaming. But my attention keeps drifting to Roman. The way his massive hands dwarf the water bottle he's holding, how his thigh muscles are visible even through his team joggers. The V of his torso when he leans forward to check his phone. Fuck. I shift in my seat, force myself to stare at the track map on screen. He looks like someone designed the perfect F1 driver and then added twenty pounds of pure muscle just to show off.

When we all stand to leave, he walks past my row. This close, the size difference is almost comical. I'd have to tilt my head back to look him in the eye, and his thigh is level with my hip. He could probably bench press me without breaking a sweat. The air feels different when he passes, heavier somehow, like the space has to rearrange itself around him.

Jesus. Get it together.

After the briefing, I escape to the garage. My car sits there, silver and menacing and mine. Number 47 on the nose because I wanted something different, something that wasn't trying to be anyone else's number.

"Thought I'd find you here."

I don't turn around. I know that voice from a hundred post-race interviews, from victory speeches, from my worst dreams. My throat goes dry. "Something you need, Dyer?"

Roman moves into my peripheral vision. This close, he smells expensive. Cologne that probably costs more than most people's cars, and underneath it, something clean and sharp like winter air. The garage suddenly feels smaller.

"Just wanted to welcome you to the grid." He extends his hand. "Properly."

I stare at his hand for a beat too long before taking it. His grip completely engulfs mine. My fingers disappear entirely, swallowed by his palm. The heat of him radiates up my arm. Standing this close, I have to look up at him, and the angle makes me feel about twelve years old. He's not just tall, he's broad. His chest is at my eye level, and one of his arms is probably thicker than both of mine combined. Built like he was designed for protection, for power, for taking up space.

Meanwhile I look like I missed three meals and picked a fight anyway. All sharp collarbones and visible ribs when I change, the kind of thin that comes from growing up without enough and never quite catching up. In the car, I'm perfect. Light, quick, able to dance through traffic. Standing next to Roman Dyer, I feel like I might blow away.

There's a callus on his index finger I wasn't expecting. Something real on the perfect prince.

"Thanks," I manage. Heat pools low in my stomach. Shit.

He doesn't let go immediately. "Word of advice?"

"From the competition?"

His mouth twitches. Almost a smile. "Watch Marek into turn three. He always defends too late."

Is he calculating something? The thought flickers through before I can stop it.

Then he's walking away, those stupid broad shoulders disappearing into the Mercedes garage, and I'm standing there with my hand still warm from his. I watch him go, catch myself watching, flex my fingers to get rid of the feeling. Doesn't work.

"Interesting," Arlo says from behind me.

I spin around. "What?"

"Nothing." He starts checking tire pressures, hands that have been doing this since before I was born. "Just interesting."

"He was being polite."

"Roman Dyer doesn't do polite. He does calculated." Arlo glances up. "Question is, what's he calculating?"

I want to ask what he means, but Myles appears with my schedule for tomorrow, for sponsor meets and media obligations, and the moment's gone. But that feeling in my stomach, that drop when Roman looked at me, that stays.

Later, in my hotel room that's smaller than Roman's bathroom probably is, I lie in bed and stare at the ceiling. Tomorrow I drive a Formula 1 car for the first time in an official session. Tomorrow my life either begins or ends.

But all I can think about is the callus on Roman Dyer's hand. The weight of his grip. The way my name sounds in his voice, low and careful like he was tasting it.

I can still smell his cologne on my shirt somehow.

The space he takes up even when he's gone.
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"...and that's when you'll get your first push lap, copy?" 

My engineer's voice crackles through the radio but I'm already gone, mind locked onto the strip of tarmac ahead. Friday Practice One, my first official F1 session, and the Mercedes in my mirrors is Roman. Has been for the last two laps.

He could pass me. We both know it. Instead he sits there, close enough that I can practically feel his front wing, watching me learn the track. The weight of his attention makes my skin prickle even through the fireproofs.

"Box this lap, box box," the radio says.

I peel into the pit lane and Roman follows me past, just a flash of silver and exposed helmet, but something about the way he moves, controlled, deliberate, makes my chest tight. Makes other things tight too, which is fucked up when I'm strapped into a race car doing 200 mph.

"Decent lap," Arlo says when I climb out.

Coming from him, it's practically a declaration of love.

"Roman was watching," I say, pulling off my balaclava. My hair's soaked with sweat.

"Roman watches everyone." Arlo doesn't look up from his data. "You're not special."

Except I catch him glancing at the Mercedes garage, and his expression is something I can't read.

Practice Two comes with track temperature at 38 degrees and my race suit trying to melt into my skin. Friday afternoon in Melbourne and I'm dying. Rory's already put his car third fastest. The commentators are losing their minds over it. "The young Brit showing exceptional pace in his debut," they're probably saying, while I'm down in thirteenth, struggling with the balance.

"Front end's washing out," I radio.

"Copy. We'll adjust for tomorrow."

Tomorrow. Qualifying. When it actually matters.

I'm walking back to the motorhome, helmet under my arm, when I hear my name. Not someone calling me, someone talking about me.

"...Kelly kid's in over his head." It's Marcus Webb, my predecessor, holding court with some journalists. "You can't just jump from GP2 to fighting drivers like Dyer. Different league entirely."

My jaw clenches but I keep walking. He's not wrong. But being right doesn't mean he gets to...

"I disagree."

Roman's voice stops me cold. He's standing near the coffee machine, tall and imposing and apparently part of this conversation. My whole body goes hot, blood rushing places it shouldn't in public.

Marcus laughs. "Come on, Roman. Kid's talented, sure, but he's not ready for..."

"He set purple middle sector on old tires." Roman's tone is conversational, like he's discussing weather. "While managing brake temperatures in traffic. That's not luck."

Everyone's staring at him. Including me, frozen ten feet away like an idiot. My cock stirs and I have to shift my stance, adjust how I'm holding my helmet. Christ.

Marcus recovers first. "You defending him because you feel bad for the charity case?"

The air changes. Roman doesn't move, doesn't raise his voice, but suddenly he seems bigger. Dangerous. The kind of energy that makes you want to drop to your knees.

Fuck. No. What?

"I'm stating facts." His eyes find mine across the paddock. "Flynn Kelly is going to surprise people."

Then he walks away, leaving Marcus red-faced and the journalists scrambling for their phones. My legs feel weak.

"Holy shit," Myles whispers beside me. I didn't even hear him approach. "Roman Dyer just publicly defended you."

"He stated facts," I repeat, mouth dry. I can feel my pulse in my throat.

"To Marcus fucking Webb. About you." Myles grabs my arm. "Do you understand what just happened? Roman Dyer doesn't do that. For anyone."

My phone buzzes. Unknown number.

Don't let Webb get in your head. You're faster than he ever was.

I stare at the message until Myles yanks the phone away. "Is that... how does Roman Dyer have your number?"

"I don't know."

"You don't know?"

"I don't..." I grab my phone back, fingers trembling slightly. "I need to shower."

"Flynn..."

But I'm already walking away, thumb hovering over the keyboard. What do you say to that? To Roman fucking Dyer texting you about being fast?

Thanks, I type. Delete it. Too simple.

Why do you care? Delete. Too aggressive.

How did you get my number? Delete. Too accusatory.

In the end, I send: Noted. How'd you get my number?

The response is immediate: I have my ways.

Then: Drink water. You were dehydrated by lap fifteen. I could see it in your steering inputs.

I stop walking. He was watching that closely? Close enough to notice micro-movements in how I was turning the wheel? My body remembers yesterday, his massive hand swallowing mine, and heat pools in my stomach.

Studying the competition? I send back.

Three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again.

Something like that.

I'm grinning at my phone like an idiot when Rory appears. "Bit pathetic, isn't it?"

"What?"

"Roman feeling sorry for you. Having to defend the poor kid who doesn't belong here." His smile is all teeth. "Must be embarrassing."

"Must be embarrassing being slower than me in the same car," I shoot back.

His face flushes. "I was third..."

"On soft tires. I was faster on hards." I step closer, have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes but I don't care. "Check the data."

"You little..."

"Problem?" Roman's voice cuts through the tension. He's standing behind Rory, already changed into team kit that makes his shoulders look impossibly broad. Fresh showered, his hair still damp.

Rory steps back immediately. "No problem."

"Good." Roman's looking at me. Only at me. "Team dinner tonight. You coming?"

It takes me a second to realize he's asking me. "I... what?"

"Traditional first race weekend thing. All the young drivers get dinner, complain about the old guard. Very therapeutic." His mouth quirks. "Unless you have plans?"

Rory makes a sound like he's choking. "He's not... that's not... you never come to those."

"I do tonight." Roman's still looking at me. Only at me. "Eight o'clock, the steakhouse on Collins Street. I'll save you a seat."

My whole body flushes. I can feel my cock taking interest and fuck, not now, not here.

Then he's gone, and Rory's staring at me like I've grown a second head.

"What the fuck was that?"

I wish I fucking knew.

The hotel shower is shit but at least it's cold. Except I'm not cold. I'm burning up, skin too tight, and my cock's been half-hard since Roman defended me to Marcus.

I lean my forehead against the tile and try not to think about it. About Roman watching my steering inputs. About him saying my name like it matters. About how he'd looked at me, only me, when he said he'd save me a seat.

My hand drifts down before I can stop it. Just to relieve the pressure. Just...

Fuck.

I'm properly hard now, and the image that flashes behind my eyes is Roman's hands. Those massive fucking hands that made mine disappear. What would they feel like on me? One could probably wrap around my entire...

I stroke myself once, rough, and immediately see Roman pressing me against something. A wall. The side of his car. Anything. He's so much bigger he could just. Hold me there. Make me...

"Shit." I bite my lip hard, hand moving faster. This is fucked. So fucked. But Roman's phantom presence is all around me, that expensive cologne, that controlled power, the way he'd gone dangerous when Marcus insulted me.

Mine, my brain supplies unhelpfully. Like he was protecting something that belonged to him.

I come embarrassingly fast, gasping against the shower wall, and immediately feel like an idiot. Roman Dyer is not interested in me. Cannot be interested in me. He's being... friendly. Mentoring. Whatever.

I crank the shower to actually cold, letting it kill any remaining evidence of my stupidity.

My phone buzzes on the counter.

Wear something other than team kit. This is supposed to be fun.

I stare at the message. Type: How do you know I own anything else?

I have faith in you, Kelly.

Kelly. Not Flynn. Something about that feels intentional. Safe. Like he's drawing a line.

Good. Lines are good. I need lines between me and Roman Dyer, because without them I might do something spectacularly stupid. Like think about his hands while getting myself off in a shitty hotel shower.

Too late for that.

I check my bank balance before getting dressed. The steakhouse is the kind of place I've only walked past. The kind where the prices aren't on the menu because if you have to ask, you shouldn't be there. My stomach knots.

I grab jeans and the one decent shirt Myles insisted I pack. Navy button-down that he said "makes your eyes look good" which seemed like bullshit but what do I know. At least I have something that isn't team kit, even if it's probably wrong for a place like this.

The restaurant makes me feel underdressed immediately. All dark wood and leather and soft lighting that probably costs more than my dad makes in a month. I'm about to turn around when I spot the table. George Russell, Lando Norris, some of the other young guys, and...

Roman. In a black henley that clings to every muscle. Jesus Christ.

He looks up when I walk in, and that thing happens again. My stomach flips like I'm at the apex of Eau Rouge, that moment of weightlessness before the car grips again.

"You came," he says.

"You said you'd save me a seat."

"I did." He pulls out the chair, and when I move past him to sit, his hand ghosts across my lower back. Barely a touch but I feel it everywhere. "I always keep my promises."

And fuck, the way he says it, low and certain, close enough that I can smell that cologne again, makes me believe him.

"Flynn fucking Kelly," Lando grins from across the table. "Roman said you were coming. Didn't believe him."

"Why?" I ask, still hyperaware of Roman settling beside me, his thigh inches from mine.

George laughs. "Because Roman never comes to these things. Three years we've been asking."

I glance at Roman. "So why tonight?"

He's looking at the menu but I catch his mouth twitch. "Felt like a good night to change traditions."

His knee bumps mine under the table. Accidentally. Has to be accidentally.

I leave mine where it is.

The others are talking about practice, about Marcus Webb being a dick, about team politics. Normal stuff. But all I can focus on is the heat radiating off Roman's body, the way his voice rumbles when he orders wine for the table without looking at prices. The way he automatically moves my water glass closer when he notices I haven't drunk anything.

"You're quiet," he says, low enough that only I can hear.

"Trying not to embarrass myself at the fancy restaurant."

"It's just food, Flynn."

Flynn. Not Kelly. The shift makes my pulse jump.

"Easy for you to say. You grew up with this."

"I grew up with a lot of things." His voice carries something I can't identify. "Doesn't mean I liked them."

Before I can respond, Lando's asking about qualifying strategy and the moment's gone. But Roman's thigh is properly pressed against mine now, solid and warm, and neither of us moves away.
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"...and then Arlo threw the wheel gun at him." 

The table erupts in laughter. I'm three beers in, pressed between Roman and Kevin Magnussen from Haas, pretending I belong here with my thrift store jeans and the shirt Myles made me pack. Roman's thigh keeps brushing mine under the table. Every time it happens, I lose track of the conversation mid-word.

Seventeen seconds since the last touch. I'm counting. Pathetic.

He shifts, thigh pressing fully against mine, and I have to adjust the napkin on my lap because I'm getting hard from this. From his leg touching mine. Christ.

"Flynn." Lando from McLaren points his fork at me. "What's the worst thing about stepping up?"

"The motorhomes," I say, voice only slightly strained. "Spent three years sharing one trailer with six guys in junior formula. Now I've got my own room and I keep walking into walls looking for the bathroom."

Roman's leg presses harder. Deliberate. Has to be deliberate.

"You'll get used to it," Roman says quietly, just for me. "The upgrade."

"Yeah?" I turn to look at him and immediately regret it. He's so close. Close enough to see gold flecks in his dark eyes. Black henley clinging to every muscle, jeans that probably cost more than my race suit. "When does that happen?"

"Haven't figured it out yet." His mouth quirks. "But my bathroom has heated floors now, so I'm not complaining."

"Fucking heated floors," I mutter, trying not to think about Roman in his bathroom, bare feet on warm tile, maybe just a towel. My cock twitches and I shift in my seat. "My shower doesn't even have proper pressure."

"Stay at better hotels."

"Pay me better money."

"Win races."

"Planning on it."

We're staring at each other. The conversation has moved on around us but Roman's looking at me like I'm something worth figuring out. His thigh is burning against mine and I can't breathe properly.

"Gentlemen." Lando waves a hand between us. "Very intense eye contact happening here. Also, Flynn, you okay? You look flushed."

Fuck. "Just warm."

Roman doesn't look away. "Flynn was telling me about his shower pressure."

"Kinky," Kevin says, and the table laughs.

My face burns but Roman just smiles, this private little thing that makes my chest tight and my cock harder. I'm praying no one can see how affected I am when I stand up.

Then his phone buzzes and his expression shifts.

"I need to take this." He stands, hand brushing my shoulder as he goes, and I stop breathing. "Don't let them corrupt you while I'm gone."

I watch him walk away. Can't help it. His ass in those jeans is criminal.

The second he's out of earshot, everyone turns to me.

"What the fuck?" Lando says. "Since when are you Roman's favorite?"

"I'm not..."

"He saved you a seat. He defended you to Marcus. He's been staring at you all night like he wants to eat you."

"He hasn't been..."

"He has," Kevin confirms. "It's weird. Roman doesn't do..." he waves vaguely, "this. Whatever this is."

I drain my beer, willing my erection to die. "There's no 'this.' He's being nice."

"Roman Dyer doesn't do nice," Lando says, echoing Arlo. "He does calculated. Question is..."

"What he's calculating," I finish. "Yeah, I've heard."

"Maybe he just likes you," George suggests.

The table goes quiet. Then everyone laughs like it's the funniest thing they've ever heard. Roman Dyer liking me. The golden boy wanting the nobody.

Hilarious.

Roman comes back looking tense. "I have to go. Team wants me at the factory early." He looks down at me. "You good to get back?"

"I'm not drunk."

"That's not what I asked."

Everyone's watching us. I can feel Lando practically vibrating with curiosity.

"I'm good," I say.

Roman nods, but before he goes, he leans down. Close enough that I can smell that expensive cologne again, feel his breath on my ear. "Qualifying tomorrow. Don't overthink it."

My whole body goes hot. When he pulls back, his hand grazes my neck. Barely a touch but I feel it like a brand.

Then he's gone, and I'm left with a table full of drivers staring at me while I try to will my cock down.

"Okay," Lando says slowly. "That was definitely something."

I escape before they can interrogate me further, but sleep doesn't come easy. I keep thinking about Roman's thigh against mine. His hand on my shoulder. The way he said my name like it mattered. I'm still half-hard when I finally pass out.

Saturday. Qualifying day.

It's a disaster.

Not at first. Q1 goes perfectly, thirteenth fastest, comfortable progression. Q2 starts strong. I'm on a good lap, maybe good enough for top ten, when Rory appears in my mirrors.

He's on a flying lap too, but he's faster. Much faster. He should pass me easily, but instead he stays close, too close, disrupting my airflow. My car starts sliding.

"Rory's right behind, let him through," my engineer says.

I move off the racing line but Rory follows, boxing me in. By the time he finally passes, my tires are gone, lap ruined.

"What the fuck was that?" I radio.

"Focus on your lap."

But it's over. The checkered flag falls before I can get another clean run. P15. Rory makes it to Q3.

I'm so angry I can barely see straight. Melbourne sun beating down as Rory's already out of his car, helmet off, playing to the cameras. I storm over.

"Nice tactics."

He turns, all innocent eyes. "Don't know what you mean."

"You ruined my lap."

"Not my fault you were in the way." He steps closer, voice dropping. "Maybe Roman can't save you from everything."

I'm about to do something stupid, like punch him on live television, when a hand closes around my arm.

"Walk away," Arlo says quietly. "Now."

He drags me back to the garage before I can explode. The cameras caught everything, I'm sure. Flynn Kelly, the hothead who can't handle pressure.

"He deliberately..."

"I know," Arlo says. "Everyone knows. But you throwing hands won't change the starting grid."

My phone buzzes. Roman: You okay?

I stare at it. How does he always know? My pulse jumps just seeing his name.

Peachy, I send back.

That was bullshit what Rory did.

Doesn't matter. Still starting P15.

Three dots appear and disappear several times. Then: What room are you in?

I freeze. Why?

Just answer the question, Kelly.

1847.

Five minutes.

I barely have time to process before there's a knock. I open the door and Roman's there, having somehow traveled across the city in five minutes. He's holding a bottle of something expensive. Dark shirt, different jeans. He looks fucking edible.

"You can't be here," I say.

"Yet here I am." He walks past me into the room like he owns it. The space immediately feels smaller with him in it. Takes in the cramped quarters, the single bed, the F1 broadcast playing on my laptop. "Watching your onboard?"

"Trying to figure out what I could've done different."

"Nothing." He sets the bottle on the tiny desk. Whiskey that probably costs more than I make in a month. "Rory fucked you. Everyone saw it."

"Doesn't change anything."

"No," Roman agrees. "But getting drunk might help."

I stare at him. Roman Dyer is in my shitty hotel room with a bottle of hundred-dollar whiskey, offering to get drunk with me.

"Why are you here?"

He's quiet for a moment, looking out
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